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INDIAN BUREAU SCRAPS SAFEGUARD AGAINST ALIENATION OF INDIAN LAND 


An administrative device to accelerate the breakup of the land-base upon which tribal 
economy and very identity rest was -- without the consent or even cognizance of the tribes 
-- put into effect by the Commissioner of Indian Affairs on May 16. The Commissioner's 
order, which furthers by bureaucratic edict the detribalization of our American Indians, 
was not revealed until, on June 26, information that four national organizations were going 
to tell the nation about it, forced the Indian Bureau to release it; and officially the 
text of the memorandum was not made public until July 13. The memorandum, whose bald state— 
ment of purpose does not even bother to pay lip-service to the principle of tribal consent, 
undermines the Indian social structure in the following way: 

It instructs Area Directors of the Bureau to put on a patent-in-fee or alienable basis 
the land allotment of any "competent" Indian requesting it. 

It, specifically, instructs Area Directors to do this even if it is not in the interest 
of the tribe, and even if it adversely affects the management (conservation, grazing, irri- 
gation) of the tribe's land-base as a whole. 

It divests Area Directors of the power they now have to help the tribe by declining to 
issue patents—in-fee in certain cases where extreme hardship might results; Directors are 
instructed to refer such cases directly to the Commissioner's office — which cannot be 
said to be without a philosophy in this matter. 

The text of the Commissioner's memorandum is printed in full at the end of this newsletter, 
to serve as its own strongest indictment and for the information of Indian tribes. 


INDIANS AND THEIR LAND -- A CAPSULE OF FACTS, FIGURES AND HISTORY 


In 1887 the General Allotment Act, designed to detribalize the Indians and make them 
over in the white man's image, provided for the division of tribally owned reservations 
into individual land—parcels. These allotments were to be held in trust by the Government 
for 25 years, and then patented in fee simple and made alienable. When the act was passed 
the Indians owned about 138,000,000 acres. In the next 46 years 91,000,000 acres of land 
worth $500,000 had passed out of Indian ownership. Only 47,000,000 acres remained. Natu- 
rally these were usually the least desirable and the least productive of the once adequate 
Indian estate; for the white purchasers had acquired the best. The Indian land that did 
remain on opened and allotted reservations was checker—boarded with white holdings -- 
holdings which too frequently constituted the only access to lands still held by Indians 
or controlled the only water supply available for working adjacent, arid Indian properties. 
By 1933 the Indians, still doggedly Indian, were a reproach to the nation as they tried to 
keep body and soul together on their shrinking fraction of this continent. 

In 1933 one of the first acts of the new Secretary of the Interior Harold L. Ickes 
was to’order a stop to the sales of Indian lands except in cases of true emergency. The 
next year the great Indian Reorganization Act forbade the further allotment of lands of 
those tribes which voted to accept the Act. The Act recognized the tribal right to self- 
determination and the tribal need for an enlarged land base. Annual appropriations for 
land purchases were authorized. The Secretary of the Interior was directed to heed the 
principles of sustained-yield management for Indian forests, to determine the carrying 
capacity of Indian ranges, and otherwise protect Indian range and soil. A new hope was 
in the air for Indians and a new pride in their own existence. Tribes, like the Blackfeet 
and Flathead in Montana, the Arapaho in Wyoming, and many others, had the heart to purchase 
land with their own funds. In various ways, by purchase, by restoration of lands ceded to 





2 indian Affairs 





the United States but still unsold, by transfers from the public domain, the Indian land- 
base climbed back to 56,000,000 acres. 

Only two decades later, as if the Indian Reorganization Act had never been, the 
Indian Bureau is chipping away both the tribe's land base and the tribe's right to self- 
determination. The Indian's right to survive as an Indian and the land-base he needs to 
exercise that right are again under attack. Laws, prepared by the Indian Bureau, have al- 
ready terminated the Indian status of certain tribes, including the Klamath and all the 
groups of western Oregon and the small Paiute bands in Utah. These termination laws among 
other things make possible, indeed make necessary the alienation of the lands of the tribes 
-affected. "Readjustment" is the euphemism the Commissioner of Indian Affairs applies to 
this process. 

Now, in the summer of 1955, the Commissioner of Indian Affairs reveals his newest con- 
trivance for hastening the destruction of the Indian land-base. In his May 16 memorandun, 
outlined above and printed in full below, the 20th Century Commissioner incredibly returns 
to the discredited, unscientific manipulation of human life inherent in the General Allot— 
ment Act of 1887. Issue patents-in-fee to "competent" Indians requesting them, Area Direc- 
tors are told. If the land to be patented and sold out Of Indian ownership contains the 
only water accessible to the tribe for irrigation, let the tribe go dry. If it contains the 
only entry to tribal grazing lands, let the herds go unpastured. If the tribal land-base is 
destroyed, let the Indians stop being Indians. 

Last year more than 500,000 acres of Indian land were taken out of trust status and 
thereby opened to alienation, and that was before the Bureau of Indian Affairs took this ’ 
new step to persuade Indians to put personal interest before tribal welfare, this new meas-- 
ure to pit man against tribe. ‘ 

What will happen now? 


FOUR NATIONAL ORGANIZATIONS OPPOSE BUREAU'S ABDICATION OF TRUST 


Alienation of Indian land and the Indian Commissioner's memorandum of May 16 were 
publicly denounced by four national organizations concerned with Indian welfare. Ina 
joint statement on June 26 the Association on American Indian Affairs, the Indian Rights 
Association, the Friends Committee on Legislation and the National Congress of American 
Indians declared: 

Both the Federal Government and the Indian tribes of the country have spent millions 
of dollars in recent years to consolidate their grazing and timber lands. This effort 
and expenditure is endangered by a change of policy recently stated by the Commissioner 
of Indian Affairs, Glenn L. Emmons...This policy violates basic principles of land use 
and conservation...(It) has been adopted without consultation with let alone the consent 
of the Indian people —- in turn a violation of the promise to consult made by President 
Eisenhower and reaffirmed as Bureau policy numerous times by Commissioner Emmons... 

Indian individual trust allotments had been carved out of the land originally owned 
by the tribes. As the beneficial interest had been given to individual Indians without 
charge, it has heretofore been the policy of the Government to require that where an 
individual sells his interest, the results of his action for the tribe had to be con- 
sidered. In this manner the Government properly discharged its trust obligation towards 
the tribe. 

-..-The Bureau's new fee—-patent policy will do great harm to the overwhelming majority 
of American Indians living on allotted reservations. For that reason these organizations 
feel compelled to call the attention of the American public to this action of the Bureau 
of Indian Affairs. 

(Copies of the joint statement will be sent upon request. Group study and endorsement are 


invited. ) 


OLIVER LA FARGE, Chairman, THE AMERICAN INDIAN FUND 
Association on American Indian Affairs, Inc., 48 East 86 Street, New York 28, N.Y. 





Count me as a supporter in the effort to preserve the American Indian land-base. 

I enclose my contribution of $ to the American Indian Fund. 

( ) Please enroll me as a member of the Association on American Indian Affairs. 
(Annual dues: Associate $100; Sustaining $50; Active $25; Contributing $10) 








(Contributions and dues are deductible for U.S. Income Tax purposes. ) 
The Association on American Indian Affairs meets the philanthropic 
standards of the National Information Bureau, Inc., New York City. 





